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Introduction:
The Central Library of Islamic Manuscript, known as Awkāf Library is a new
library that encompasses the endowments manuscripts in Egypt. The Library
has been established ten years ago; however, not many specialists know about it
because the lack of promotion and marketing. This library includes very
valuable collection that has been collected from mosques and cemeteries from
all over Egypt.
History of the library
Although the official name of the library is “Central Library of Islamic
Manuscripts”, many of the manuscript researchers know it Awkāf Library, or
Sayyidah Zaynab Library and it embraces about eight thousand titles. It was
established in 2004 after the Conference of Ministers of Endowments and
Islamic Affairs in which they had agreed on creating a national library of
endowments manuscripts in all Arab countries in order to link them all in one
union catalogue.
Right after this conference, Egypt was the first and the only country that started
this project when the former minister Ḥamdī Zaqzūq, decided to establish this
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library giving all required resources in order to collect all manuscripts scattered
in mosques affiliated to the Egyptian Ministry of Endowments and deployed in
all over the country (Egypt. Ministry of Endowments. Decree No. 102 of 2004)
During the first four years a group of specialists travelled across Egypt to get
manuscripts from mosques. Two of the biggest mosques were Abī al-‘Abbās alMursī in Alexandria, and Aḥmadī Mosque in Ṭanṭa. The library building is
located beside al-Sayyidah Zaynab Mosque, in the Middle of Cairo with some
facilities from inside to allow users to come in to the library as well as locations
for library processes. The building comprises two floors; the first floor
embraces the entrance, reference library, with service librarian and searching
facilities, and preservation and conservation department. The second floor has
the cataloguing and metadata department, digitization lab, manuscript keeping
room, and administration office.
Collection of the library
The library includes over six thousand manuscripts collected from more than
ten mosques, where the manuscripts were kept in a very bad condition and
mostly damaged. Therefore, the first process to start with was a massive
cleaning, and vacuuming the collection. After that, team of qualified cataloguers
started to create the records for manuscripts; in the meantime they were creating
reports on the manuscripts that need conservation. Then the manuscripts
transferred to the conservation department for a proper restoration; it worth
mentioning that the laboratory was able to develop acid-free boxes in house
because of a generous donation by Jum’ah al-Mājid Foundation in UAE.
From the library website, one can tell the magnitude of the collection as well as
the diversity of the subjects that cover all Islamic and Arabic studies; such as
Islamic law, Sufism, Arabic language and linguistics, chemistry, astronomy and
magic etcetera. The chart below explains the distribution of subjects within the
library collection.
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Chart 1: Library manuscripts distributed by subject

MSS Subjects
Total: 6421
2386

950

817

1075

431

317
73

45

237
1

89

The library also has a massive number of Koranic manuscripts, (Maṣāḥif)
amongst this collection there is a copy of Muṣḥaf attributed to the third Caliph,
‘Uthman ibn ‘Affān, (d. 656). The manuscript consists of 1087 folio, big size
parchment; measures 68 x 57 cm.; 12 lines per page; 80 Kg; Black ink; without
dots or vocalization; multi colours beautiful drawing to separate the Suras.
Image 1: Muṣḥaf attributed to ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affān
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Another important manuscript is copy of “Sharh Jām’ al-Jawāmi’ lil-Subki” by
his author Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad ibn Ibrāhim al-Maḥalli (d. 864 AH). Also a
copy of Tafsir al-Qur’ān lil-Suyūti (d.911 AH) copied in year (1164 AH); and
another manuscript titled “Sharḥ al-Mawāhib al-Lādunnīyah lil-Minaḥ alMuḥammadīyah lil-Zurqānī (d. 1122 AH) that copied by Muḥammad al-Azharī,
twenty years after the authors death (approx. 1185 AH).
One of the library downsides is that they restrict the access to the manuscripts
which subjects are magic, literalism, or occultism. One of those manuscripts is
the book Shams al-Ma’arif al-Kubra by the well-known author al-Bunī.
Although this manuscript has been edited and printed many years ago, the
cataloguers in the Library agreed to classify it as magic; as a result the library
restricts access to the book. There are many other examples for manuscripts on
astronomy that have been restricted because of the same mistake.
Services
So far, the catalogue includes about eight thousand records with full metadata
records. Scholars and researchers can search the catalogue online that available
at http://www.awkafmanuscripts.org/ or, they can visit the library and use the
facilities to search an internal database that attached to a digitized copy of the
manuscripts, and they can request a copy of the manuscript on a CD. It worth
mentioning that the library is not part of the manuscript libraries network
(Shabakat al-Makṭtuṭtaṭ al-‘Arabīyah), that is sponsored by the Information
Decision
Support
Centre,
(IDSC),
http://www.manuscripts.idsc.gov.eg/Manuscript/
According to the library policy, using the original manuscripts is limited to
specific cases; such as if the digital images are corrupted or not clear, or if the
researcher needs to examine the original manuscript. Above all, the user can use
the wide range of references available in the library.
Although the website and catalogue is not user friendly, you can browse a
variety of indexes that have been created by the cataloguers (See:
http://www.awkafmanuscripts.org/Categories.aspx?id=117 ). Above all, by
visiting the library you will get a good service, and librarians’ help. Regarding
the internal searching tools, the library has excel files as well as bibliographic
database includes all manuscript titles, or alternatively, you can look at
manuscripts images on a specific subject as they group them under broader and
narrower subject terms.
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A proof of identity is needed to use the library and get digital copy, no
arrangements needed prior to the visit, the ID is probably needed because there
are two price lists for scanning, one for Egyptians (1 EGP/screen), and the other
one is for foreigners (2 EGP/screen); there is no restrictions however on the
number of copies you can do.
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